Man's historic reliance on water for food, water supply, transportation, and sanitation has often resulted in urbanization of floodplain and floodprone areas. Archaeological discoveries in the Nile Basin of Egypt and the "Fertile Crescent" of the Middle East have underscored this reliance on water.
Modern Man continues to rely heavily on water for transportation and sanitation. The negative aspects of floodplain development and urbanization to take advantage of the benefits of flowing water have been all to evident in the 20th century. In the U. S. alone, flooding annually causes millions of dollars in damages with much loss of life. Before effective control and/or prevention of flood losses can occur, Society must recognize that Man is responsible for flooding losses. Nature may create the environmental conditions leading to flooding, however Man places himself and his structures in the path of the flood waters.
One of the first steps in an overall flood control-prevention program is the delineation of flood-prone areas. The most accurate procedure for the delineation of flood-prone areas is a detailed engineering study. Such studies evaluate the infiltration capacity of the existing soils, relative runoff rates for differing soils under various moisture conditions, time required for surface waters to reach various points in the watershed(s), cross-section measurements at various points across drainage ways in the watershed(s), and determination of depths of stream flows. The delineation of the lateral extent of flood waters for different frequency floods is usually computed. Such data is of great importance in early phases of developmental planning. Later phases of such planning attempt to determine the effect of changing land use on flooding frequency, overall lateral extent of flooding and time and duration of flooding. Detailed engineering analyses are expensive and time consuming when personnel are available for the work. These studies are sociologically even more expensive, however, when personnel are in short supply.
Society is increasing its demands for land and long-term land uses are changing. Hence, the importance of the delineation of flood-prone areas is constantly increasing as economic pressures tend to make present open areas more attractive for urban-suburban activity. Ways must be found to obtain reasonably accurate data and delineations to help satisfy socio-economic needs until detailed engineering floodplain studies can be completed. Such techniques would also be of value for those areas where detailed engineering studies may be economically prohibitive for the small number of benefits derived.
Prior to detailed floodplain studies, a reasonable alternative to such studies is the determination of flood-prone areas through the interpretation
